INTRODUCTION
With the introduction in April 1990 of the new general practice contract and the new postgraduate education allowance for general practitioners, the provision of continuing medical education for general practitioners became an open market. Before the introduction of the new contract the regional adviser for general practice to the Northern Ireland Council for Postgraduate Medical Education was responsible for arranging most courses. Now the role of the regional adviser is mainly that of accrediting and monitoring educational courses and also facilitating and promoting high quality education. Anyone can now run a course for general practitioners and charge a fee, but the providers of courses have to apply to the regional adviser for accreditation. General practitioners can qualify for the postgraduate education allowance which is ;2,025 each year, provided they attend 25 days of approved and balanced courses in a five year period. In June 1990 discussions began between members of the department of general practice at Queen's University, the regional adviser in general practice and the clinical tutors from the postgraduate centres under the Northern Ireland Council for Postgraduate Medical Education with the aim of establishing a liaison group for the provision of high quality education for general practitioners. The clinical tutors were already organising courses for general practitioners in their local hospitals and postgraduate centres. However, the "open market", possible competition between postgraduate centres, and the necessity to include courses covering service management and health promotion in general practice, with which clinical tutors were unfamiliar, made them feel that it was important to liaise more with general practitioners and with each other. Members of the university department of general practice wished to see continuing medical education develop, with the possibility of not only an annual co -ordinated programme but even a five-year programme which might eventually lead to the award of a diploma or degree. The group felt it was a priority to find out what general practitioners wanted with regard to their continuing education, and also to ascertain the degree of support there would be for the annual programme it planned to provide. METHOD A questionnaire was devised to ask about the general practitioner's training and experience, the value of various methods of postgraduate education, who should be involved in teaching in a postgraduate centre, and the range of topics to cover. Questions were included on the preferred weekdays, the length of courses, and whether or not they should be residential. Further questions included interest in either an annual or a five-year planned programme, and how much practitioners would be prepared to pay for these. The questionnaire was sent to all 950 general practitioners in Northern Ireland with an accompanying letter explaining the group's aims, and a reply -paid envelope. RESULTS Four hundred and ninety four completed questionnaires were received out of the 950 sent (52 % response rate). Details of respondents' training and experience in general practice are shown in Table I together with comparable figures for all principals in Northern Ireland. Three hundred and eighteen respondents (64%) had undergone a course of vocational training for general practice.
Of those who replied, 438 (89%) said they would be interested in an annual subscription programme which would provide them with at least five days of These have been successful judging by the comments on the evaluation forms issued to all participants. We have sent out an annual subscription programme to continue from April 1992 until the end of March 1993 which will give general practitioners a wide choice of topics, dates and venues so that they can plan the time for their education well in advance. We also intend to produce a computerized database which will hold a record of the courses attended by each subscriber. In the longer term the group's aim will be to provide a five -year curriculum of continuing medical education for interested general practitioners, giving them an opportunity for further development and achievement. A further advantage of a five -year curriculum might become evident in the event of the introduction of "re -accreditation" of general practitioners in the United Kingdom.
